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ABSTRACT 

With the increased number of women in the work force, 
sexual harassment is receiving increased attention from the federal 
governments journalists^ researchers, and counselors. To investigate 
the influence of two contextual variables (status of the initiator 
and age of the victim) on perceptions of sexual harassment 
allegations, 123 college students (69 malesj^ 5* femalesl read three 
case studies of alleged sexual harassment^ for the two 

variables. After reading the vignettes, subjects responded to 
Likert-type items on belief^ certainty, and responsibility, and a^ 
group of items assessing general attitudes towards sexual harassment 
and the importance of the age and physical attractivenessof the 
victim. An aiialysii of the results showed that greater credibility 
was given to the claiiss of a young victim jrhen the initiator was her 
supervisor as compared to her co*worker. Whin the victim was middle 
aged of old no differences in perception credibility existed 
between the two status conditions^ Sex difference emerged^ indicating 
that compared to fltales, females attributed less responsibility to the 
victim and were morelikely to believe that the victim had been 
sexually harassed. The findings provide additional evidence of the 
importance of contextual variables in influencing perceptions of 
social-'sexuai encounters. (BL) 
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ABSTRACT 

tte present study mvest^ated the inf fijence of two cohtiocmal v^iaa>lles ar^ tfieir 
interactl >n on college students* perceptions of sexual hara^^ment aiiegatioris: status of 
tfie tnitiatbr and age of the victim, ResJlts indicated that for a young vktsm, 
greater cred&ility was grv«i to her claims wh«i the aiitia^or vras her supervisor com- 
pared to her co^worteer* When the victim was middle aged or old no differences in 
perccptibns of credibility existed between the two stanis corsditiom. Sex difference 
emerged with female compared to male subjects atttf ibutif^ le» res>onsg>ility to the 
virtLtti and being more likely to believe that fte vfctim Sad be«S 35««sally Harassed. The 
f^T^ip^s provided! additional evidence of nhe importance of contextoal vari^tes tn 
«nf i^iencmg petxeptiahs of sbcial-se^ual enccwhters. 
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In recent F«irs diere has been air increase in iSe nurr^er of women enterii^ tfie 
work f/orce, in both traditional axiti rkNi^traditicMial jcA>s (Flairfi aixi FyUertbhf i97S)e With 
greater contact between the sexes in the work placet ^k>f^ with the advmt of ihcrease<t 
c<yi$cioi2shess oh the part Qvf woman, cer^jn areas of conflict hive takent on added $%nif * 
icance. One of these areas is sexual harassment at work* Thi^s can be attested to by tfie 
fact that it hiis received increasing attention from lourmiists (Farley, I97S), ti» federai 
gweitirnwit {Merit Systern Prbtectibh Bdard, 1941)^ the legal prbfessi<^ (N^clCihn^ 
l9T9)f c6anselbr$, trair^s and therapists CFulter, 1979;, managers (Coliins ft Blo^ett, 
i9SI), amd social scientists (Benson and Thdmp»n, in press; Gutdc, Nakamura, C^hart^ 
Handschum^d>er, ft Russell, 1980)* Many of tJte previous sdC^l xrience f indir^s Came 
from regional and hatibhaf surveys^ For ocample^ from a survey cohdSiCted by Gut^ et 
al* (1989) oh working people in the Lbs Armeies ^ea, it was found th^t the majority 
rtjpwted some kir^d of social'-sexual encounter wi^ ^e opposite sex ranging from com- 
plimentary sexital comments to sexual favbrs as a cbrv^ltibh of work. 

Although initially conceptualized rather narrowly fey the press and the judicial 
system, the Office of Personnel Maha^eyrieht (19835^ p» 1) f^s i^t*htly defined socual 
harassment as follows: **.«.idel&erate or repeated un^lkited v^l^al comments, ge$tur« 
or physical contact of a sexual nature that is unwi»k:ome«" This deiifUtlor makes sexual 
Harassment a much more cbrrimbh and serious concern for erhplbyers amJ emplbyees 
because it allows for a wide range of behaviors to hav^ multiple and sometimes confusing 
meanings. What constitutes sexual harassment may often be th the eyes bf the beholder 
or, M the very least, determined in part by the specific context in which the behavior 
occurs. Surveys (e.g.| Mah:uS| 1980) have indeed shown this tb be the cas^. 

The prirri&ry purpose bf the present study was tb investigate the influence bf two 
contextual variables and their ihteractibh, oh pebple^s perceptions bf sexual harassment 
allegations^ status of tl^ initiator (which was also manipulated by Gutek, Morasch, ft 
Cohen, in press), and age of the victim (which has not before been investigated exper- 
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imentaiiy). Methodology was similar to that of Gutek et ai* (in i^ess); and^ as in tha^ 
study, the influence of sex of the perceiver was also examined* 

the relative status between the mitiator md the vfctim is a variable which has 
received a grc : deal of att^tion in the area 61 s«(ua! harassmoit* tegal cases &w6!v- 
ing alllegations of sexuai harassment almost always involve a high status male initiator 
and low status female victim (Marcus, 29Sb>. This accurately reflects the distribution of 
jpbwer in the work place since men are more l&efy to be supervi^s over women (Qjt^ 
& Nakamorat 1982)^ H6w>^ver^ broader definitions of sex^l hara^ment have mcluded 
situations in which S^e initiator may be of equal or lower status relative to ^e victiim 
(Gutek & isjakamura, 1982)* For examptet a woman may be sexually harassed by a co^ 
wcyrker or lower status person when she is the recipient of repeated and urg^blicited 
sexual attention^ 

A study by Gutek et at. (in press) investigating tfte role of stauis in interpreting 
sexual harassment found when incidents of sex jal harsssment contained an initiator with 
higher status than the victim, subjects perceived the relationship between the two indi- 
viduals as less favorable and less appropriate. This effect was exacerbated if the inci* 
dent involved touching white fmking comments on the victim's worki In addition, it was 
found that wh«i the initiator has e^ual or lower status than the victim, the incident is 
perceived as more inappropriate if ttSt initiator Is maJe rather than femate« these find^ 
ihgs suggest that the meaning and appropriateness attached to social-sexual behavior in 
the workplace are strongly influenced by the status and implicit power 6£ the initiator. 
For example, the fact that initiations by high status individuals (regardless of sex) are 
perceived as more inappfc^riate suggest that the powef over and ^btle threat to a 
victim's job are of major importance. Moreover* the fact that ihitiatiohs by a female 
vafsus a male are seen as more appropriate when she is of equal or lower status relative 
to the victim implies that males regardless of their status vis a vis the victim, may 
simply be perceived to have more power than females. Additionally, many reports indi- 
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cate that supenris^ are the mtxt iiikely initiatcsrs (e^*, Benson & thomsxi^ in press; 
Farley, 1978; Qifefe et al^ 198d)* Implied within the above findii^s is the notion that 
behaviors that are considered to be rrvore inapprc^riate are also more Iflcely to be jw- 
eeived ^s s«ua! harassm^t^ Based ^:^on the ^ove findfitgs ai^ assun^tions, it was 
thoqght that, in general, the cre^&ility of s^sxml harassment cMffls would be medisted 
by the status of the initiator with greater cfeSMUtf being associated with a h%fe 
status Initiator, (In the present stsidy the initia w was always pmu^f'^ as ma!e4 

A second factor that has been alluded to In die literatore but tes sreceSfved ^wy 
littte emptricai itttention is ajge of ^ victim. h\ the present ajti^^ age of the vfctirn 
was the vajriable of interest, while the age of the initiator was held c«stant. Previous 
writings oh sexual harassment suiggest that while a person (especially ^. wSiiarsI of any 
age may be a victim 61 $«ual hara^meht, it is most often the case M alder m&h as 
the initiator and younger woman as victim CGutek & Nakamura, 19821* tfiis makes sense 
given the fact that men in st4>efvtsory positions tend to be older than their sutecr- 
dinates. For example studies by Gutek et ai. (1980) suggest that women /through their 
thirties are slightly more likely to report being a target of social-socual behaviors In 
their current jobs than older women. In addition, it has been reported iGutek Sc 
Nakamura, 1982) that people who label themselves as physically attractive are more 
likely t6 report that they were expected to date or engage in sexual activity as a condi- 
tioni of their jobs^ 

These findings suggest that a woman's age and physicai appearance may be impor- 
tant mediators of the degree to which she is seen as a victim of sexual harassment. For 
example, it seems plausible that older women may experience sexual harassment to a 
smaller degree because they are not perceived to be as physically attractive aM sexuaJly 
stimuiating as younger women. This ts cohsistcht with the findings that older women are 
often evaluated more negatively thain older men or younger women (Novak, i975| Novak, 
Karuza, ft Namtkas,, 1976). To the extent that th^s is true, it was expected that the 
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credibiKty of a woman^ allegations of s«Gai haragme nt woaM be rmdlated by her age^ 
rest^ltir^ in allegations of sea^al harassment by older victiJrns Ihavin^ ^ss credibiiity tNitfii 
those made by youi^w^ w«%nnien. 

It was also expecrted that tt>e credSisjility of ah al^atibh of s^ual harassnxoit 
would be mediated by a Sta^ of Initial by Age of Victim in^teractioa. It was tivoq^t 
that the claim wbald be more credible if the initiator was of high ratfier than equal 
sitattis when the v^tirti was your^. Howieveri if the victim was older than the inttia^» 
or of the same age (middle aged9» her ailegatidhs of harassment may be discounted 
because of her age ax^ po»3>ie loss of attractivene^* Thus sta^s of the initiator would 
be of less importance wh^ the victim was middle aged or oider« 

the fourth hypothesis was based oa previous findings regarding sex differences m 
perceptions of sexual harassment. The Gutdc et al. USSO) survey revealed that men were 
less likely than women to see ^dtatihg as a cohdttioh of work*^ as socual hara»m^t and 
were less likely to view a variety of non-vef^al social^sexual behaviors as harassment. 
Simtlar findings have been reported by Cutek (19S1)» Gutek and Nskamura (1981) and 
CbJlihs and Blodgett (1 981)» Expe^^imchtal findings by Cutek et al. (in press) have also 
demonstrated that men ar^ less ia<eiy than women to label behaviors at sexual hara»^ 
menti Siveh this^ one would also expect ihrA males would find tfte claim cf harassment 
on the part of a female as less credible and less serious than vh^ld females^ Men wduid 
also see sexual harassment as occurring less frequently* From the literature oh physical 
attractiveness arid Guteic and her colleagues' findings tnat men are more 5ikely tha^^i 
women to report that attractiveness plays an important role i^^ social erK:duhtefs, one 
would expect that male compared to female reipondents would find a woman's age Cand 
attractiveness) as more important in evaiuatifig the credibility of her allegations. 
Specificallyt the following hypotheses were tested: 
i. Atiegatldhs 61 sexual harassment made against a high status initiator (super* 
visor) would be perceived as more credible than against itsquat status inh^tof 
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2« Atlegatibr^ of sexual harassment rriacfe by bfiier victims would haSr e ibwcr 
credibiiity than those made by your^tf victirns* 

3. AUegationr of 5«uai harassment would have more cred&Hity tf the mtttator 
had higher status and the victim was younger. However, s^^s of the initiator 
would be of less importance when the victim was middle aged or older* 

ftp Allegations of s^ual harassm^t would have more credibility for the female 
re^>ondent$ corr^ared to tfie mate re^ortden^. Mate compared to female 
re^ondents would find a victim's age (and attractiveness) as more tmportani in 
evaluating the credibility of her allegation. In acfcjition mates woutd view 
sexual harassment in general as tess s^ibus and le^ cbrhmc^ thari ferhales. 

METHOD 

5c3biects 

The subjects included 69 males and 5# fe mates from three andergraduate institu- 
tions. A rnajority of the students (51 males and W females) were enrolled in business 
courses at a state univcfsity, white the rest of the students came from xntrodoctbry 
psychology classes at a communily college arRj at a private two-year college. For the 
entire sample, the average age was 2U j93 years (SD = i.U5). Ah initial analysis was dcRle 
on the responses from the state university studen^t fbllbwed by analyses which added the 
responses of students from the other schools. Nbhe of the significant main effects or 
intera:tldn5 were affected by the addition of sib|ects from the other schools, hence the 
final analysis ihclu'^ed the subjects from all three institutions. 
Materials: 

Two independent variables: status (supervyisor of ce>-wbrl<er) and age of the 
victim (ytMing-25, middte age-4b, and oW-55) were crossed to produce six versions of the 
same vignette, the age of the initiator was held constiunt at *d years bid for ail condi* 
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tiohs* {Thus the vkrtirh could be 15 years ydiir^tf^ the same age, or 15 years older th»i 

the inltiatQr J 

The vignette itself described a siUiation where a dircjctcr of pers::^vie( relations at 
an office machine company had to make a decision wheth^ to investigate al^atidr^ of 
sexual harassment made by a female en^loyee. Besses tnckjding fte victim's age and 
ihitiatw-'s age aHd job status, tf^ree episodes of alleged sexual harassmwt were de- 
scribed: (I) The vfctim was asked for a date which lAvt politely refusedt however, the 
initiator winked at her and sakJ "You could be hice» I can do a lot for you.'' (25 The 
initiator rubbed up against the vfctim face-to-face while they were passihg c»ch other in 
a harrow hallwayi (3) The initiator tt-ied to pres^re the vfctim into worfciffig late and 
when she refused the initiator said "You know jctes are really hard to get these days." 
Piloting on a sample of students (U = 5S) similar to those who parttc4>ated in the study 
reveale<J that they were fairly certain Ix^ 4.98, SD = 139^ a scale fron^ 1-very 
uncertain to 7-very certain) that the vignette (with th« stanis of initfctw and age of 
vfctim variables removed) depicted sexual harassment^ To reduce demand 
characteristics, the vignette was included with two other case studies regarding 
"problems faced by businesses". The vignette was always placed either second or thiird 
and order effects were hot found. 

Following the reading of the vignettes, subjects re^onded to a series of 7-|50int 
Likert-type items which formed the dependent measures (higher scores indicated the 
more positive or affirmative position), three items: FJeliefi Certaintyi and Respdhsi- 
bilitv. assessed whether respohcfents believed that sexual hafa^meht h^ occurred, how 
sure they were about it, and whether the victiln was seen as re^onsible^i 

Also, a group of items (7-point Llkert-type) assessed general attitudes towards 
sexual harassment (^*g*, seriousness and prevalence) and the impwtance of age md 
physical attractiveness of the victim^ A manipulation ched< on the ifittiaitof's statt?s was 
made and perceptions of the victim's attractiveness were also assemd. 

er|c ^ 



Dan-g class time a male eiperimentor distribated what w&i called "a survey being 
taken by a research consjltihg group interested in finding out a^oat peepfe'? sereeptions 
f situations often confronting businesses". Students responded to the th-ee case stadias 
L*^ class and were then debriefed. Data coJlecticn was completed within 2 weS<s. About 
5% of the Rjrveys were discarded due to iricdmplete re^onses or faitare to perceive the 
mar.ipulatiais. These were not systematically related to the expefimentcl conditions^ 
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RESULTS 



Manipulation Check and Perceptions of the Attract iveness^of^the^ictim 
A univariate analysis of variance (2 - status of initiator X 3 - age of victim X 2 - 
se* of subject) was conducted on the perceived status of th^ initiator. Results indicated 
that when the initiator was the supervisor ?X - 5.97), he was rated as having more status 
than when he was the cb-wbrker,(X . «22), ^(1,111) = S7.2!,£ < .001. Irv Dillon, a 
significant age effect also occurred on this variable, £(2,111) ' 3.52,£<.03. I^ncan's 
multiple range test (alpha set at m indicated that the initiator was perceived to have 
had moi-e status when the victim was young (X « 5.20) ©r middle aged (X = 5.2^) than 
when she was old (X = UM), No difference was observed on the perceived status of the 
initiator when the vic«im was young compar*)d to when she was middle aged. 

A similar analysis was done on the perceived attrsctivehess of tf* victim. Results 
indicated tlwt the victirr, was perceived to be more attractive when the initiator was her 
Tipmtm CR* compared to her ce-wocKer (X« «.16),£(l,l 1 1) ' 9.3ft, £<.003. An 
age efletit was aJso observed on this vari«bte, £(2,1 U) = S^3, £. <,^5. In particukr, 
Duncan's maltipic range test indicated that the victim was perceived to be more attrac- 
tive ?.vhen she was ^oung (X«4.S5) or middle aged (X- ^M) tfmn ^hcn sSe was old (X« 
3.^2). No sighificani difference was observed between the young and middle age victims 
on perceived ittractivehess. 
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^jor Hypotheses gefe t ted Td Ihe eredibtlity 
Of The Sexual Harasment Gla4rMBe^ 

Multivariate analyses of variance (2 - ste^s of initiator X 3 - age of victim X 2 
s« of si£ j^tj were carried out on the responses to the three items related to the ciwfi- 
bility of the incident: Belief, Certainty, and RespoosibUity. 
^ in Effe ^ for Status 

The results of the MANOVA indicated no suppwt for hypdtfiesis 1, £(3,109) = 
nsi The states of the initiator did hot, in general inf fcuehce the stSjects' perceptions of 
the Giedibility of the victim's hara»!t^eht cEaims. 
Main Effect for Age-of Yic^to 

The results of the MANOVA indicated that the secdfkJ hypothesis related to age of 
the victim was supported in part ^ttjltivariate F (6^16) = 3 Jli£<.002J| oh Belief 
(univariate £(2,111) = lO.55,£<.b091) and on Certainty (univariate F (2,111) = 3,99^ 
£ <,05)* the results on Responsibility were in the predicted direction but not significant, 
£(2|1 11) s J7| hs. The harassment claim of the young victim (Xs 531) was more likely 
to 5e believed when compared to the middle aged (X= 5M) victimi F (1,111) = 5.03, 
£<;b5, or older (Xs k J:7) victim, F (1,1 11) = 22.53, £<.991i fi addition, the middle aged 
compared to the older victim's claims were also more likely to have bben believed, £ 
(UI 1 ! ) = 6.27^ £ <.Q5. Finally i there was a significant age effect on the Certainty 
vanabie, E (2,1 11) 3,S9, £<i05. SiSj^ts were more certain sexu^? harassment had 
occurred when the victim was young (Xr 5.12) rather than bid (X- ^f.l*), £ ?l,l 1 0 ^ 4^94^ 
£ <.bl. Ho other age comparisons yielded significant effects on this variable. 
Age of Victim by Status of Ihittator Interactiofta 

The Age of Victim by Statu! of Initiator interaction ^hypothesis 3) was also found 
to be significant [^multivariate £ (6^,216) ^ 2 Ait Es-^^ • univariate for Belief , 
Certainty, and Responsibility were ^(2,11 1) ^ 3.Sf,£<.05,E(2,ni) « h23,hs, and F 
(2,1 11) s 5.31, £< .©06, re^ectiv<jly« A prion ^^tests were conducted to test the specifk 
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jKedictidns concerning this interaction. As predicted*, whsn the victim was yoang^ 
siii«:ts swtre rhore IDcely to believe she had been sexuallv harassed when the initiator 
had High status (X= 6.10) compared to equal status (X= 5^8), t^jjjj = 1.7d,£<rd5. The 
si^jects were also more CerteS that it would be considered sexual harassment when the 
initiator had high (X= 5.62) versus equal (X= U Jl) status, j - 1.6S,£<.05, and ihey 
saw the young victim as less respcmsible when the Initiator had high (X= 2.30) rather than 
equal (X= 3jS2) status^ t^jijv = 2*^0,£<»B1. 

For the middle aged victim, status of the Initiator did not influence subjects' 
respdi^ses on Belief, Certainty or Responsibility, as predicted. The respectxve means oh 
Belief were 5.00 for high status versus 5.08 for equal status, j j j = 0.20, ns.^ On 
Certeinty the mean for high status was ^.80 versus *.*6 for equal status, t^m) = 0.69* 
ns. Finally on Re^onsibility the mean for high status was 2.0* versus 3.08 for equal 
status, t^l J = 0.17* hs. 

Also as expected, when the victim was older, status of the initiator did not signif- 
icantly influence subjects' perceptions on Belief* Certainty arid Responsibility. The 

respective means ori Belief were 3.83 for high status versus ^^.68 for equal status, t^mj ^ 
i.9l , hs. Oh Gertaihty the mean for high status was * .00 versus *.26 for equal status, 
^(1 11) ^ 6;^8, hs. For res^bhsibility the oieari for high status was 3.83 versus 2.79 for 
equal status, 4^ ^ j ^ ^ s l ,79* m. 
Mairi Effect for Sex of Subject 

Hypothesis four regarding sex difference's w ^s also supported, multivariate £ 
(3,109) ^ 2.77, £< .d^^. Univariate Fs indicated that females (X= 5.35) wer- riibre likely 
than males (X= ^.80) to believe that harassment had occurred, £(1^111) = 5.08,£<.03. 
Females (X= 5.00) were more certain about it than males wer^(X= ^.36), F (1,111) = ^.58, 
^N.©3. ftlso, females were likely to see the victim a$ less responsible (X= 2.70) than 

1. Orie-taiicd t-tests. , 

2* Two-tailed t- tests were conducted on the middle aged and older victim -ionditiohs 
because no Hifferences were predicted. 
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males were (X= £ (1 ,1 1 i) = 6.05,£<.d2. 

The multivariate analysis bh the questions dealing with sexual harassment tfi 
general, resulted in a significant main effect for sex, £(6,106) = *.17,£<.S008i ft$ 
exepected, univariate analyses indicated that the males (X ^ kjS5) thought a woman's 
physical attractiveness was more important in determining whether she would be sexually 
harassed than ferriales (X = *.00)^F (1^111) = 3.78,£<.05. Males (X = ^,82) also felt a 
woman's age was more important in deterrhihihg whetfter haraMrheht would occur Sian 
females did (>( = 4.02), £(1,111) = 8.7d,£<.0d*. Finally, females (X = 6^8) compared to 
males (X = 5.52), thought a charge of sexual harassment was more serious, £(1,1 11) ^ 
9.02^£<.003 and females (X = 5.76) felt that sexual harassment was generally more 
common than males did (X = 5.69), B (1,1 11) = 7.d7,£<.609. 

DISCUSSION 

The results of the present study were generally cohsisieht with a srhall but de^ 
velbpihg body of empirical literature oh s^uat harassment^ In general^ previous liter- 
ature has indicated that the context in which social-s^ual encounters occur may be a 
powerful determinant of the extent to which these interactions will be interpreted as 
sexual harassment (Gutek et al., in press; Gut^ & Nakamara, 1982; Marcus, 1980). The 
present study investigated the influence of two contectucl variables (^e of victim and 
job status of initiator) on interpretations of sociai-sexual encounters. Consistent with 
our hypotheses, it was found that a woman's age and job s^tus vis a vis her employer (or 
co-worker) play important roles in affecting the degree to \^ich her allegations are 
jDerceived as credible. Younger victims are more likely to be believed and less IBcely to 
be seen as re^ohsible ^ah older >v6meh (p>erhaps because of y burner women's greater 
perceived sexual attractiveness). An atfributlonal interpretetion (Kelly, 1971) would 
indicate that perhaps older victims are held re^KXisIble fw eliciting Sie %xuai encounter 
since there seems to be ho external cause for the incident, e^^ har physical 
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attifactivehess. 

The main effect for age was qualified by the Age of Victim by Status of Initiator 
interaction. As expected, young victims were particularly likely to be believed when the 
initiator was her supervisor rather than a c6-*worker^ perh^s indicating that power 
differentials between individuals are an important factor in si^ject^s perceptions of what 
constitutes sexual harassment. This finding is consistent with the resufci^f Gutek et 
ai. (in press) which showed that initiations by high status individuals are perceived as 
more inappropriate. In line with our prediction^ status of the initiator did hot lead to 
differentiated responses tfi> th^ midcJie-aged victim or older victim. 

Perhaps Se most consistent pattern of findings is the influence of sex of per- 
ceiver on interpreting social-sexual behaviors. Females were more IBcely to label the 
encounter as sexual harassment, to attribute less responsibility to the victim and to 
believe the initiator sexually harassed the victim^ In addition^ females were less likely to 
think that a woman's age and physical attractiveness were related to the incidence of 
sexual harassment and that sexual harassment is a more common and serious occurrence. 

It is possible that since wometi are most likely the recipients of sexual harass- 
ment, they may see it as a greater problem than men do and they may have a tendenQr to 
over-attribute a variety of behaviors to the category of sexual harassment. Men on the 
other hand, may behave in the opposite fashtwi i^nd perhaps resist labeling encounters as 
sexual harassment. Future research may well explore the types of cu« that are most 
important f or males versus females in rriaking attrOnjtidhs for sbcial-sexxial behaviors. 

It is interesting to note that while much of our focus has bem oh assess&tg ^e 
imp^t of cbntocttiai factws influencing the credibility of allegation of sexual ha- 
rassment^ the% results say as much and perhaps more about a male initiator and his 
power. Generally, higher status Initiators are perceived as sexually attracted to and 
more likely to harass youmg attractive lower status femafes^ Stfjects don't appear to 
find plausible a higher status ihittatdr's beti^ SGCually attr^ted to ei^ier a middle-aged 
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person like himself or ah older womaru Clearly^ subjects perceive the higher status male 
initiator as being attracted to someone who is young, sexualiy appealing and in a rela- 
tively powerless position vis a vS hirri* These findings corr^orate much of the media 
and common sense notions about who is iikely to harass whom and why. However, the 
present findings must be considered with some caution as th«t: were college stud^ts 
who may hot be represehtativf^ Sf pi^i^ who are e?t^ioyed in work ^tt^s$ ^here istf^s 
social-sexual situations as described in the vignette take place. 

Together, the findings of the present study provide some of tSe first experimental 
evidence of the impact of contextual variables on perceptions of sexual harassment 
cases. Because sbcio-sexual encounters are most I3<ely to occur in a situation where 
there are any number of factors that may affect perceptions of harassment, it is very 
important both theoretically and practically that researchers begin to examine what 
behaviors are likely to be labeled sexual harassment arid under what cohditibhs. 
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